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Forward Together: Celebrating NIU’s Native American Past, Present and Future
1. Summary

1.1. Context and significance
Over 65,000 Native Americans today live in Chicago and surrounding metropolitan area,
making the region the third-largest urban residence of Native Americans in the U.S (Hautzinger).
Despite the diversity of 175 tribes, Native Americans remain on the fringes of public perception
as people continue to relegate their presence to the past or to reservations in the West. Such
dismissal is rampant, especially in higher education, where Native American students are pushed
further into asterisks and footnotes of insignificant demographic numbers. Contrary to this
minimization, enrollment of Native American students in universities and colleges increased
upwards of 40% between 1990 and 2012 (Tachine). In those 22 years, a Native American student
organization at Northern Illinois University created and maintained a continuous presence, in
which they brought indigenous culture to the university, the DeKalb area, and Midwestern region
at large.

1.2. Project objectives
This project seeks draw awareness to the vibrant connections and effects of N.A.T.I.O.N.S
(Native Americans Together Insuring Our National Sovereignty) on the community by curating
an exhibit for display on campus, in order to emphasize the presence and contributions of Native
American students at Northern Illinois University. By using the members’ own words from
interviews and archives, we aim to highlight the motivations and accomplishments of an often
overlooked minority group who found a home at NIU.
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1.3. Student objectives
I have interest in the project as a local and sought to build my research, interview, and
writing skills in curating this exhibit. Collaboration with faculty mentors Dr. Melissa AdamsCampbell in the English department; Dr. Natalie Joy in the History department; along with
support from Dr. Christy DeLair, Director of the Pick Museum of Anthropology and the staff at
the University Archives helped to guide me in selecting appropriate and effective objects to bring
to the larger student body. Emphasis was placed on accurate and responsible methods of
interviewing and documentation in compiling information about N.A.T.I.O.N.S.

2. Outcomes

2.1. Proposed objects and media for display
Due to the uncertain state of university operations this upcoming Fall 2020 term, the
exhibit’s format remains to be determined. The originally proposed exhibit would be set up in a
display case at Founders Memorial Library. In the event of extended closures due to the
pandemic, I propose an alternative set of objects for virtual display, listed below. Full label texts
for objects with any available photographs and scans are located in Appendices B and C.

B. Physical display

C. Virtual display

1. Reprinted page from Application for
Recognition/Registration Status at NIU
(undated)

1. Scanned page from Application for
Recognition/Registration Status at NIU
(undated)
2. Scanned or photographed letter from the
NIU Centennial Matching Funds

Tissa 3
2. Collection of reprinted microfilm of
articles and photographs in The Daily
Chronicle (1995, 2006, and 2007)
3. Letter from the NIU Centennial Matching
Funds Committee rejecting matched
funding for the annual powwow (1995)
4. Program from 1st annual NIU Gathering of
Nations (1994)
5. Program from All My Relatives
Conference held at NIU (2003)
6. Reprinted photographs of dreamcatcher
workshop hosted by N.A.T.I.O.N.S. for the
Philippine Youth Leadership Program at
NIU (2009)

Committee rejecting matched funding for
the annual powwow (1995)
3. Scanned or photographed program from 1st
annual NIU Gathering of Nations (1994)
4. Scanned or photographed program from
All My Relatives Conference held at NIU
(2003)
5. Electronic image gallery of reprinted
photographs of dreamcatcher workshop
hosted by N.A.T.I.O.N.S. for the Philippine
Youth Leadership Program at NIU (2009)
6. Electronic image gallery of screenshots of
N.A.T.I.O.N.S. website, active between
2002-2007

2.2. Next steps for presentation
The original timeline of tasks created by Dr. Adams-Campbell and I included preparation
of objects to be ready for display during the fall term. Delays in this project due to the university
closure require preparation and formatting by a student researcher in the future. Objects that are
unavailable to me at this time, but that I feel are appropriate for the exhibit, are described in
Appendices B and C.

3. Discussion of how effectively you accomplished your original objectives

The project’s execution is significantly hampered by the university closures as well as
mandated stay at home orders, which continue to alter all of our daily lives. In any case, the
project goals stated in section 1.2 remains to be seen, as the exhibit was slated to be put on
display in the fall. It would be impossible to gauge public reception or increased awareness until
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that time. However, I was largely able to accomplish the student objectives laid out in the
original proposal during the five weeks of on-campus work for this project.

3.1. Archival research
After an orientation with Dr. Adams-Campbell and archivist Margret Abbott at the
University Archives, I became comfortable with locating, identifying, and reviewing relevant
archival documents. My research extended beyond the Archives as well—I found resources
online via the Internet Archive’s Wayback Machine, which locates previously indexed versions
of the N.A.T.I.O.N.S website. I also spent many hours combing through microfilm archived local
newspapers for mentions of N.A.T.I.O.N.S. With this multimodal approach, I developed a better
understanding of how archived documents corroborate, complement, and sometimes contradict
one another.

3.2. Interviews of former faculty and alumni
I considered interviews to be the keystone in this project. Most of the documents in the
University Archives illustrate the administrative workings of the group. But in order to
accurately capture the “why”—the human motivations behind the forms and faxes—it was
necessary to talk to as many alumni and former faculty as I could. Unfortunately, this aspect of
my work was the most affected by the pandemic. I reached out to three former faculty advisors,
four alumni, and two local residents for interviews, objects, and photographs. I received
responses from five individuals, interviewed two, and followed up unsuccessfully with the rest.
Fortunately, the two I interviewed provided extremely thorough and detailed insight.
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3.3. Identifying objects and media for display
We entered into this project with the hope of locating visually appealing artifacts like tshirts, dream catchers, photographs, and videos, but we understood that our main resources were
textual. Considering the pandemic, the individuals who responded, and the nature of archival
research, I believe we ended up compiling a decent pool of items to choose from. As a result of
this research, there is significantly more visual documentation now than there was at the start.

4. Reflections
This was my first research experience at NIU, and looking back, I wish I had pursued
project like this earlier in my undergraduate career. Dr. Adams-Campbell reached out to me
regarding this project while I was in her Early American Literature class last semester, where we
studied texts by and about Native Americans in early America. This project not only
supplemented my understanding of Native American presence in the United States by bringing
my focus to present-day, but also allowed me to delve into a topic I was very interested in
without the constraints of a unit-by-unit class structure. Independent study gave me confidence
and motivation to approach other professors about topics I wanted to know more about. Of
course, the unprecedented trajectory of this semester was not ideal for anyone. I was lucky to be
able to continue this work, even in its limited capacity, and follow through as much as I could. I
would recommend this kind of work to any motivated and curious undergrad.
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Appendix A: Introduction label
For over 15 years, NIU was a beacon for Native American gatherings in the Midwest.
The student organization N.A.T.I.O.N.S. (Native Americans Together Insuring Our National
Sovereignty) was active from 1991 to at least 2009. In that time, the group became regionally
known for their annual powwow. Each year, the NIU Gathering of Nations brought thousands of
people to campus to experience Native American culture. Traditional performers and vendors
came together with students and community to share dance and food, and to raise money for a
scholarship for Native American students. The annual event was just one part of N.A.T.I.O.N.S.’
goal to make NIU a more receptive community for students, faculty and community.
Over the years, the group hosted film screenings, visiting poets, and craft nights. They
collaborated with other student organizations to raise funds for humanitarian causes. In 2003,
they organized “All My Relatives,” an educational conference at Holmes Student Center. The
three-day program featured Native American panelists lecturing on a wide range of topics.
Education students at NIU received credit for attending.
Behind the scenes, N.A.T.I.O.N.S. had to fight for space and funding on campus. Longtime
faculty advisor Rita Reynolds led the process of establishing N.A.T.I.O.N.S. in pursuit of
holding the first powwow at NIU. A paper trail of letters, requests, rejections, and appeals show
a struggle for financial validation from the university. Despite the regional visibility and draw of
the Gathering of Nations, funding was not guaranteed each year. In 1995, NIU’s Centennial
Matching Funds Committee denied N.A.T.I.O.N.S.’ request for additional funding for the
powwow. In 2001, their request for a permanent meeting space and cultural center on campus
was rejected.
Administrative roadblocks did not stop N.A.T.I.O.N.S. from continuing to make NIU more
inclusive, however. In 1993, they successfully petitioned to the change the name and theme of
the lower-level food court of the Holmes Student Center from the kitschy, stereotype-laden
“Pow-Wow” to “Black Hawk.” Faculty advisor Rita Reynolds recruited Native American
students both on and off campus to join the growing community.
Even in its most active years, N.A.T.I.O.N.S. was propped up by community support. Dedicated
faculty, staff, and locals strived to get infrastructure in place that would sustain rotating student
leadership. Meetings took place in different campus buildings. Supplies and materials were
stored in faculty advisor offices and garages. Group meals, a mainstay in Native American
tradition, were held at N.A.T.I.O.N.S. member homes.
Much of N.A.T.I.O.N.S.’ legacy now exists only in University Archives. Faculty advisor Kay
Shelton wrote in a 2005 group email: “It is important to make sure that NATIONS is included in
NIU’s history.” As Native American students in higher education continue to be left behind in
enrollment numbers and graduation rates, the support provided by the group to students who
need it most, while educating the community, demonstrated a clear focus into the future of
Native American presence in higher education. For N.A.T.I.O.N.S., it was not enough to exist; it
was their intent to be seen.
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Appendix B: Physical display items and descriptions

Item B1

Reprinted page from Application for Recognition/Registration Status at NIU
(undated)

Location

RG UA 37. Box 35. File 7.
SharePoint folder: “Exhibit Items”
File: “B1-Application for Recognition”
https://niuits.sharepoint.com/sites/NATIONSProject

Description Rita Reynolds steered N.A.T.I.O.N.S’ purpose toward student support and
community education. This page from the group’s Application for Recognition,
filed around 1991, emphasizes increasing awareness about the “past, present,
and future” of Native American history. Outreach was crucial to bring a larger
Native American presence to the area. Here, NIU’s Gathering of Nations is
targeted at reservations and inner-city populations. DeKalb’s convenient location
made it easy for Native American groups throughout the region to meet, and the
university setting solidified Reynolds’ vision of an educational event.
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Item B2

Collection of reprinted microfilm of articles and photographs in The Daily
Chronicle (Clockwise from top left:1995, 2006, and 2007)
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Powwow celebrates American Indian heritage
By Kate Weber
Staff Writer
atie Hahn, 21, doesn't need lessons
K
be confident on the dance floor.
She simply watches and learns.
to

.

"You start when you're young and
remember what everybody else is doing,"
Hahn said. "You learn as you go."
Hahn, a Choctaw American Indian
from St. Augustine, Ill., participated in
several traditional dances as well as
fancy shawl dances Saturday at the 15th
annual Northern Illinois University
N.A.T.I.O.N.S. Pow Wow at the NIU
Student Recreation Center in DeKalb.
Gathering hundreds of participants as
well as spectators, the powwow is a time
to join singing, dancing, visiting and
crafts and to embrace the heritage of

American Indian traditions.
The powwow is hosted by NIU's student organization N.A.T.I.O.N.S.,
(Native Americans Together t.o Insure ·
Our Nations' Sovereignty), but the gathering is about beliefs, customs and information - more than socializing with fellow NIU students.
"This is bigger than a student club,"
NIU N.A.T.I.0.N.S.' President Dan
Augsburger, 20, said...It provides a cultural tap into a time that binds us all.,.
Augsburger, of the Miami Tribe of
Oklahoma, views the annual powwow as
a way for students t.o see firsthand the
traditions they often read about in textbooks.
..It's so nice because we're bringing
Native American. culture, Native
American
t.o a university
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Communications
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Lemar said that the
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has sparked. a newfound
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she plans t:o pursue,
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ti.on alive and what.
hoping fur more and more
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SharePoint folder: “Exhibit Items”
Files: “B2-1995 Powwow”
“B2-2006 Potawatomi donation”
“B2-2007 Powwow article w pic”
https://niuits.sharepoint.com/sites/NATIONSProject

Description Marketing was critical for the powwows. The first Gathering of Nations earned a
captioned photograph in The Daily Chronicle, DeKalb’s newspaper.
N.A.T.I.O.N.S continued to advertise the annual event in NIU’s Northern Star
and the Rockford Register Star. Consistent coverage, however small, brought
Native American presence to wider circulation. N.A.T.I.O.N.S made the front
page of The Daily Chronicle in 2006 when the Prairie Band Potawatomi Tribe of
Kansas donated $2,000 to the Native American scholarship—at the time, the
largest singular donation to N.A.T.I.O.N.S.
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Item B3

Letter from the NIU Centennial Matching Funds Committee rejecting matched
funding for the annual powwow (1995)
[item unavailable]

Location

RG UA 37. Box 35. File 2.

Description N.A.T.I.O.N.S’ first goal of holding an annual Gathering of Nations was
ambitious for a newly-established student organization. The NIU Centennial
Matching Funds Committee sought out projects that exemplified the spirit of
NIU’s centennial in 1995. Rita Reynolds applied for additional funds toward the
2nd Gathering of Nations, which was denied.

Item B4

Program from 1st annual NIU Gathering of Nations (1994)
[item unavailable]

Location

RG UA 37. Box 35. File 1b.

Description

Item B5

Program from All My Relatives Conference held at NIU (2003)
[photo unavailable. Propose to display cover and “Notes” page.]

Location

RG UA 37. Box 35. File 7.

Description Panelists and attendees at All My Relatives provided representation from
Lakota, Ojibwe, Shawnee, Cherokee, Oneida, and Blackfoot Nations. The
conference was an extension of the annual colloquiums previously held for over
10 years at NIU’s Larado Taft Campus in Ottawa, IL. The three-day conference
aimed to “bring the teachings and perspectives of Native Americans to as many
students, teachers, and community members as possible.” Along with lectures,
the conference included movie nights and scheduled times for networking
among attendees and panelists. One page in the program captures the spirit of
N.A.T.I.O.N.S. and the conference with a proverb: “Tell me and I'll forget.
Show me and I may not remember. Involve me and I'll understand.”
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Item B6

Reprinted photographs of dreamcatcher workshop hosted by N.A.T.I.O.N.S. for
the Philippine Youth Leadership Program at NIU (2009)

Location

SharePoint folder: “Exhibit Items”
Files:“1f-Dreamcatcher”
“B6-Materials”
“B6-Rita Reynolds”
“B6-Willow”
https://niuits.sharepoint.com/sites/NATIONSProject
Photo credit: Rey Ty.
These photographs require permission from Mr. Ty before display.

Description Crafting dreamcatchers was a keystone activity for N.A.T.I.O.N.S. The group
made dreamcatchers at meetings to raise funds for the annual Gathering of
Nations. Rita Reynolds worked with gardeners on campus to collect willow
branches used for the crafts in order to make use of the resources on the land.
Workshops hosted by Reynolds were the first experience many students had
with N.A.T.I.O.N.S. She brought the workshops to UNIV 101 classes and was
asked to work with other visiting groups, such as the Philippine Youth
Leadership Program.
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Appendix C: Virtual display items and descriptions
Item C1

Scanned Application for Recognition/Registration Status at NIU (undated)

Location

RG UA 37. Box 35. File 7.
SharePoint folder: “Exhibit Items”
File: “B1-Application for Recognition”
https://niuits.sharepoint.com/sites/NATIONSProject

Description Rita Reynolds steered N.A.T.I.O.N.S’ purpose toward student support and
community education. This page from the group’s Application for Recognition,
filed around 1991, emphasizes increasing awareness about the “past, present,
and future” of Native American history. Outreach was crucial to bring a larger
Native American presence to the area. Here, NIU’s Gathering of Nations is
targeted at reservations and inner-city populations. DeKalb’s convenient location
made it easy for Native American groups throughout the region to meet, and the
university setting solidified Reynolds’ vision of an educational event.
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Item C2

Scanned or photographed letter from the NIU Centennial Matching Funds
Committee rejecting matched funding for the annual powwow (1995)
[unavailable]

Location

RG UA 37. Box 35. File 2.

Description N.A.T.I.O.N.S’ first goal of holding an annual Gathering of Nations was
ambitious for a newly-established student organization. The NIU Centennial
Matching Funds Committee sought out projects that exemplified the spirit of
NIU’s centennial in 1995. Rita Reynolds applied for additional funds toward the
2nd Gathering of Nations, which was denied.

Item C3

Scanned or photographed program from 1st annual NIU Gathering of Nations
(1994)
[unavailable]

Location

RG UA 37. Box 35. File 1b.

Description

Item C4

Scanned or photographed program from All My Relatives Conference held at
NIU (2003)
[unavailable]

Location

RG UA 37. Box 35. File 7.

Description Panelists and attendees at All My Relatives provided representation from
Lakota, Ojibwe, Shawnee, Cherokee, Oneida, and Blackfoot Nations. The
conference was an extension of the annual colloquiums previously held for over
10 years at NIU’s Larado Taft Campus in Ottawa, IL. The three-day conference
aimed to “bring the teachings and perspectives of Native Americans to as many
students, teachers, and community members as possible.” Along with lectures,
the conference included movie nights and scheduled times for networking
among attendees and panelists. One page in the program captures the spirit of
N.A.T.I.O.N.S. and the conference with a proverb: “Tell me and I'll forget.
Show me and I may not remember. Involve me and I'll understand.”
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Item C5

Electronic image gallery of reprinted photographs of dreamcatcher workshop
hosted by N.A.T.I.O.N.S. for the Philippine Youth Leadership Program at NIU
(2009)

Location

SharePoint folder: “Exhibit Items”
Files:
“C5-Dreamcatcher”
“C5-Materials”
“C5-Rita Reynolds”
“C5-Willow”
https://niuits.sharepoint.com/sites/NATIONSProject
Photo credit: Rey Ty.
These photographs require permission from Mr. Ty before display.

Description Crafting dreamcatchers was a keystone activity for N.A.T.I.O.N.S. The group
made dreamcatchers at meetings to raise funds for the annual Gathering of
Nations. Rita Reynolds worked with gardeners on campus to collect willow
branches used for the crafts in order to make use to the resources on the land.
Crafting workshops hosted by Reynolds were the first experience many students
had with N.A.T.I.O.N.S. She brought the workshops to UNIV 101 classes and
was asked to work with other visiting groups, such as the Philippine Youth
Leadership Program.
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Item C6

Electronic image gallery of screenshots of N.A.T.I.O.N.S. website, active
between 2002-2007

Location

SharePoint folder: “Exhibit Items”
Files: “C6-Ceremony”
“C6-Keeping up to date”
“C6-NATIONS members”
“C6-Spirit 2”
“C6-Spirit of the Eagle”
https://niuits.sharepoint.com/sites/NATIONSProject

Description N.A.T.I.O.N.S. maintained an online presence in addition to their campus
events. Indexes of their early websites show image galleries, where they posted
photos from Gathering of Nations powwows as early as 2000. Later versions of
the website promote “Spirit of the Eagle,” an educational outreach program for
schools in the Northern Illinois region. Their web presence extended into a
Yahoo Group email chain that was highly active from 2005-2006, connecting
students with the supporting community members.

